Wagons to Waivers - Segment 13: A Century of Change

Reba McEntire: Oklahoma's community service system went through an extreme makeover in a very short time.  It took the creation of the Medicare waiver program, the pressure of the  Homeward Bound lawsuit, the People First movement, and increased funding from the legislature. With a full array of community services now available, the two remaining state run institutions underwent tremendous changes of their own.  In 1992, Enid and Paul's Valley State Schools not only changed their names, but adopted new service philosophies. They became the Northern and Southern Oklahoma Resource Centers.  They began to open their doors to serve as a resource for services to people with disabilities living in the community.  That same year, the state opened a smaller, specialized center to treat people who had both mental retardation and mental illness.  This 52 bed facility was built on the Enid campus, and named the Robert M. Greer Center.  Residents of the resource centers who were able and wanted to move out were given the chance to live in community homes with full support.  For people like Kevin Parker, who lived most of his life in an institution, living in his own home is something he never takes for granted.

Kevin Parker: Now, at home, I've got my own privacy, my own bedroom, my own bathroom, my own everything.

Reba McEntire: Kevin also works full time at a hospital in Tulsa, and takes great pride in earning his own money.

Kevin Parker: I work in housekeeping. I clean the patients' rooms, take out the trash, mop the rooms, and do all the extras they need me to do.  I love it.  I love it there.  Never, never thought in my farthest, wildest dreams that I could make good money like this, or own my own TV. I paid for my TV in cash down. Makes me feel like a man.  Because back in Hissom, you couldn't afford nice stuff like this. I get health benefits and dental benefits and vision benefits from the job, so I give thanks for that job.  So if anything goes wrong with Kevin Parker, I've got AFLAC too. AFLAC!
(laughing) I'm sorry!

Reba McEntire: With the community waiver program running successfully, the floodgates opened, and thousands of families all over the state applied for services.  Where once there was a waiting list for the institutions, now there was a waiting list for community services.  The waiver programs were dependent on matching state dollars, and there was a limit to the number of people that could be served.  Tensions started to run high among the families who were waiting.

James Nicholson: The waiting list is kind of the ongoing reality that we deal with, and it's directly dependent on the budget.  If it's a good budget year, then we can serve more people.  If it's a lean year, like this year is, we serve fewer people.  And we do have a process whereby people who are in an emergency situation can be moved up on the list and their needs can be met.  But the very fact of the waiting list causes a lot of frustration.

Reba McEntire: The state recognized some families had been waiting for years, and there was an obligation to assist them.  To meet that obligation, the state legislature enacted a bill in 1992 that created the Oklahoma Family Support Subsidy Program.  The bill provided more than a million dollars in state funds to start the program.
Howard Hendrick: One of the first things we did when I came here was develop a review every ninety days with parents whose children were on the waiting list.  I was very concerned that even though we were developing programs in the community, the waiting list was getting longer and people couldn't get their services.  It was going to cost so much money to get their services delivered I didn't think we could ever get the money out of the legislature to really deliver the kind of services all these folks needed.

James Nicholson: But they are struggling, they are financially strapped.  There's very little available to them.  Health insurance doesn't cover most categories of disability.  And they need help now.  It's not a question of the state owes them something for something they did in the past, it's the question of providing for their child right now, and keeping their child safe, keeping their child in school, providing them with services so they can develop independence.  It's a very difficult situation for all of the parents on the waiting list.

Reba McEntire: During the evolution of Oklahoma's community services, probably the most important lesson learned was to listen.  Listen to the people with disabilities, their families, advocates, and providers.

James Nicholson: I think the thing I am the most proud of is that we have a very open line of communication to advocacy groups and to our service providers.  We're willing to go anywhere, meet with anybody, listen to any issues that people have in order to improve our service program.  There are a lot of great ideas out there, and we need to hear them, and we do our best to meet with whoever wants to communicate it.  Because I think ultimately, this is a shared service program, it's a shared objective that we have with families and with people with disabilities and with service providers, that we do the very best we can for all of those individuals, we make the best use of the dollars, and we provide the most effective services.  We are now a very disciplined service program, in terms of allocating services.  There has to be a demonstrated need for us to authorize the service.  And while it may cause some frustration for the people who are receiving services, I think it's a source of great reassurance for the 3,935 people on the waiting list, that we are making every effort to make the best use of the dollars, and they can take comfort in the fact that nobody is getting anything that they don't absolutely have to have, and that, as far as we are able, we will manage the resources to reach them as soon as possible.

Reba McEntire: Today, more than 9,000 people with developmental disabilities are living and working in their communities with support.  Fewer than 400 people live in the two Resource Centers.  Oklahomans with disabilities and their families have the right to choose from a robust menu of services.  And according to national rankings, Oklahoma's programs are consistently among the best in the nation.  From wagons to waivers, Oklahoma has experienced a century of change in the way our state treats its citizens with intellectual and developmental disabilities.  If the past is prelude to the future, then we know that anything we dream, we can make happen our second century of excellence.

